












examinetheroleofexpatriates inknowledgeacquisitionandtransferwithinMNCs.Specifically it focusesonknowledge
acquisition and transfer from oneMNC head office located in Germany to two Portuguese subsidiaries as a basis for
competitiveadvantageintheirPortuguesesubsidiaries.Aqualitativeresearchmethodologyisused,specificallythroughan
exploratorycasestudyapproach,whichexamineshowinternationalassignmentsareimportantfortheroleofexpatriates
in knowledge acquisition and transfer between foreign head offices and their Portuguese subsidiaries. The data were
collectedthroughsemiͲstructuredinterviewsto10PortugueserepatriatesfromtwoPortuguesesubsidiariesofoneforeign
MNC.The findingssuggestthatthereasonsthat leadtoexpatriatingemployees fromPortuguesesubsidiariesto foreign
headofficesare connected to (1)knowledgemanagement strategies todevelopment the subsidiary’sperformance; (2)
newskillsandknowledgeacquisitionby futureteam leadersandbusiness/productmanagers inPortuguesesubsidiaries;
(3)procuringknowledge,fromagents inheadoffice,tobedisseminatedamongstcoͲworkers inPortuguesesubsidiaries;
(4)acquiringglobalmanagementskills,impossibletoacquire locallyand;(5)developingglobalprojectswithinMNC.Also
our results show that knowledge acquisition and transfer from foreign head office, through subsidiaries’ expatriates,
contributesdirectlytothePortuguesesubsidiaries’innovation,improvedperformance,competitiveadvantageandgrowth
intheeconomicsectorsinwhichtheyoperate.Moreover,evidencerevealsthatexpatriationisseenasastrategytofulfil
someof themainorganisationalobjectives through theirexpatriates (e.g., createnewproductsandbusinessmarkets,
develop and incorporate new organisational techniques and processes, integrate global teams within multinational
corporationwitharesponsibilityonthedefinitionofglobalobjectives).Theresultsobtainedsuggestthatexpatriateshave
a central role in acquiring and transferring strategic knowledge fromMNC head office to their subsidiaries located in
Portugal.Basedonthefindings,thepaperdiscussesindetailthemaintheoreticalandmanagerialimplications.Suggestions






In fact, it is said that all the research on KM is contextual.Despite the abundant literature on knowledge
management, few empirical studies have explored knowledge management in connection with the
internationalassigneesofmultinationalcompanies(MNCs)(Changetal.,2012;Danis&Shipilov,2012;Fanget
al.,2010).Therefore in thispaperwe link twoseparated fieldsofknowledge:KMand InternationalHuman
ResourcesManagement(IHRM).

The link is important because we live in a growing process of globalization. In this year’s survey report,
companies indicated that 44% of revenues of multinationals were generated outside their headquarters’
country (Brookfield GRS 2013). Basically the acquisition and transfer of knowledge within MNCs is only
possiblebytransferandinteractionofexpatriatesacrossMNCs(Riazetal.,2014).Thatis,expatriatescanbe
hypothesized to provide expertise in subsidiaries where the goals of the organisation are well articulated
betweenheadofficeͲsubsidiaryrelationships.Ononehand,theexpatriate’sroleistodisseminateknowledge
amongstthedifferentmultinationalsubsidiaries(Martins,2013).Butontheotherhand,someofthebenefits
of theexpatriates’ influenceonknowledgesharing/transferare thecontributions that theymaygive to the
subsidiaries’ performance improvement through their individual and corporative knowledge (Chang et al,









no empirical studies concerning this issue that involves expatriates from Portuguese companies; (b) the
numberofexpatriates fromPortuguese subsidiaries into foreignMNCs’headofficeshasgrown; (c) little is
knownaboutexpatriates’ contributions to theirhome companyafter internationalassignment. Specifically
therefore, on this paper, we study the role of expatriates in facilitating the acquiring and transferring of
knowledge from the head office of two MNC’s to its Portuguese subsidiary (research question 1) and,
consequently,weinvestigatetheexpatriate’sroleinthegrowthofthesubsidiaryresearchquestion2).

Toachieve thesegoals, thepaperhasthe followingstructure: Insection2,wepresent theconceptsofKM,
MNCs, and expatriates, (2.1) and expose some theories about the use of KM in MNCs with relation with





In thispaperwedefineknowledgeasunderstood information (Maurer,1998).Alsoknowledgeexists in the
contextofaknowledgecycle(NonakaandTakeuchi,1995)accordingtowhichitistransformedbetweentacit
andexplicit ina knowledge spiral. Finally,MNCsare companieswhicharebased in several countries; they
usuallyhaveamothercountryandsomesubsidiaries;theyareimportantforboththemothercountryandthe














into expatriation research (Chang et al., 2012). The utility of expatriates in subsidiary abroad located in
emergingmarketsisinevitablebecauseofthestrategicrolestheseexpatriatesplayonthesesubsidiariesand
the severe of qualified local managers executives (Harzing, 2001; Riaz et al., 2014).  In fact, knowledge





































role, expatriates may to improve the scope and richness of knowledge transfer through both formal and
informal communication channels (Fangetal.,2010),especially to transfer corporate coordination routines
andtoacquiremorecorporativeknowledgewithinMNC.

Anyway it is known that MNCs need to develop strategies for implementing effective local competence
development initiatives (Li & Scullion, 2010). These initiatives should allow expatriates to disseminate the
knowledge they acquired. International assignments allow employees to acquire valuable knowledge and
companiesoftenusetheseassignmentsbecause internationalexperience isconsideredacriticalcomponent





considers that all tacit knowledge can be eventually converted into explicit knowledge. Consequently, the
utilizationof expatriateswithprevious experienceon international assignments contributes to transferring
tacit and explicit knowledgewhich are lacking in foreign subsidiaries (Crowne,2009;Bonache&Brewster,







Aqualitative researchmethodology isused, specifically throughanexploratorycase studyapproach,which
examineswithdetailhow internationalassignmentsare important for the roleofexpatriates inknowledge
acquisition and transfer within a MNC, between the head office located in Germany and two Portuguese
subsidiaries.




















A Thermotechnology 878 23 2years
B Carmultimedia 1894 21 2years
Tenrepatriateswereinterviewed(allmales;aged38inaverage).Allrepatriatespossessedauniversitydegree.





in January2014.A totalof ten interviewsweremade (five interviewsoneach subsidiary).All interviewees
werenativePortugueseandall interviewswereconducted inPortuguese,bythesameresearcher.Particular
attention was paid to the data collection about (1) the role of expatriates in knowledge acquisition and
transferwithinMNCs,especially,onknowledgeacquisitionand transfer fromaMNCheadoffice located in
Germany to theirPortuguesesubsidiariesand (2)how thisacquiredand transferredknowledgepromotesa
basisforcompetitiveadvantageintheirPortuguesesubsidiaries.Theaveragedurationofeachinterviewwas
40 minutes. The interviews were tapeͲrecorded, data were transcribed and categorized based on
‘commonalities and differences’ across emerging themes and then frequencies for each category were
determined (Ghauri & Gronhaug 2002). On both subsidiaries, the lead author had some additional
conversations with HR managers which in order to complete some information related to issues of this
research.Toensureanonymityidentificationcodeswereassignedtoeachcompany:companyAandcompany






































those collaborators willing to assume leadership functions in the subsidiaries, as explained by one of the
repatriates:
Iwentintothesocalled“InternationalDevelopmentProgram”,whichisaprogrammethataims











context in which exchange takes place (e.g., competitive conditions). About this type of knowledge, two
repatriatessaythat:
Aftermyreturn,Iwasproposedtobecometheproductresponsibleandtomanagethenecessary
changes to the product, in order to accomplish a goodmarket position. [result of knowledge
acquisition duringmy international assignment] I became the CEO of the product... I have to
decide on how to raise the market share and how to increase the business volume of the
subsidiaryA(interviewed5,companyA).
Myinternationalassignmentwasagreatopportunityformetocontributemoreforthebusiness







influence the evolution of the MNC. The ability to develop a good knowledge network becomes critical,
especiallyifitisnotdonelocally,asexplaintheserepatriates:


















They needed a development engineer there and they hadn’t one and then they needed tomake the













To bring some knowledge here, in order to be prepared to be able to produce some of the
productshere…MyrolewastobringsomeknowͲhowinthissystemsarea...tothefactoryhere
andstartproducing…yes,itstartedproducingthem(interviewed2,companyB).
Sending expatriates to the conception of projects in the MNC head office seems to be strategic for the









With the acquired knowledge, obtained in the head office, I brought a new business to the





Even if thePortuguesesubsidiarieshad theirownworkingprocesses, thestrategyofbeingable to improve
themby introducing innovationacquired in theheadofficeseems tobedeterminant for the raiseof those
subsidiaries’competitiveadvantage,asstatedbybothsubsidiariesinterviewees:
I feel that the factory recognizes that the localgroup improveda lotaftermy return from the
headoffice...theworkI’vedoneinGermanyallowedmetoperformprocessengineeringhereand





Iwent there to acquire knowledge and I know that today I am transmitting and allowing to











My international assignment allowed the head country to look at this section as one that











2013) continues to value the head office expatriates’ mission in subsidiaries, our results show that this
multinationalhasasfrequentpracticethesendingofexpatriatesfromthesubsidiariestotheheadoffice, in
orderforthemtoacquirethenecessaryknowledgeforthe improvementoftheirsubsidiaries’performance.
The acquired knowledge, shared through the expatriates’ mission from the subsidiary to the head office















seems to be a management practice adequate for their Portuguese subsidiaries’ local knowledge
development.Forthisreason,ourresultsshowthatexpatriatesplayadeterminantroleinthegrowthofthese
MNCPortuguesesubsidiaries.Nevertheless,asshowedbyRiazetal.(2014)study,ourresearchdemonstrates




for multinational managers to understand how they can promote effective initiatives of local knowledge







2014), our results suggest that there is a need to pay attention to the expatriate performance during his





In this paperwe presented a study on two Portuguese subsidiaries of aGermanymultinational company.
Theoretically,webelieve likeasCrowne (2009), thatexpatriatesplayapositive role in transferringparentͲ
level, location independent knowledge in terms of enhancing a subsidiary’s competitive advantage.
Furthermore, theheadofficecanbenefitof thisknowledge transferring throughof returnofexpatriates to
homesubsidiary.

The results obtained suggest that expatriates have a central role in acquiring and transferring strategic
knowledgefromtheMNCheadofficetotheirsubsidiarieslocatedinPortugal.First,ourdosuggestapositive
relationshipbetween successful knowledge acquisition and competitive advantage in subsidiaries, although





considered when pursuing further research. First of all, we have analysed specifically two Portuguese
subsidiaries inthemanufacturingsectorofoneMNCcorporation. Itmaynotbepossibletogeneralizethese
resultstoothercompanies,especiallyinothersectorsorcountrieswithdifferentcharacteristics.

Itisimportantthatfutureresearchcontinuesthispapers’analysis,withalargersampleofbothcompaniesand
theexpatriates.
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